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. ABSTRACT | : 
3 Ty make teehee emore aware of certain linguistic 
skills: posse'ssdi by black childreh, why they are important, and how , oe 
“ +bhéy- might be capitalized’ upon in‘the classroom, this report examines. 
the” manipulation of figurative devices within the black: community. 
_ The -discyssion”focuses.gn:seven forms ‘of communicative devices 
“prevalen® in ‘black language: (1) the rhetotical style of black .. 
ministers; -(2) proverbs and sayings:;. ‘(3) idioas; (4) folktales; (5) 
signifying (6) markings” and: (7). *soanding. The paper ‘concludes that 
- black children receive a great. deal’ oe to metapliorival , 
Fade a a and sean to mnderetend it. (HTH) © a: 
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“Sjarative Devices In Black Lanauage: 


Sanee Socio~Psycinol inguistic Observezions 


This paper i= <n attempt to make teachers mor=-aware of certain 
linguistic skills pesstessed -4y biack children, why these skills are impor-, 
Ene and how: chey might. be capitelines upman in the classroom ‘serting. 


¢ 


The skill pe I am referrimn to is the - mari pulation of figuratizve peices: 


- - Within he black Lan aie lice an monlite ral Cinterpretatimmr sa, 
aa 
phenomena as often wi tresssed a=.it lis practiced. this paper, Sven 


forms of nent iteralness preevdiemt tn &lacdk Tanguage: commun itiesswitT vbe | 


discussed: “the rhetorica‘’ szvie of aimiisters, proweros and “‘sayits gS 5 ldioms;, / 


fotktales;, signifying, markdte,, and tqumdii-g. Each of these communi cstive 


devices involves Figurative Tarnguege In one form :or amother and is employed: 
= i “In varying degrees DY “chil drer,, adolescents, and acutts from both urtzen 
cand rural environments. - Exarxies. will be drawn fron works written by Labov 


a - (1972), Mitchel l-Ke'rnan (1972), Smizhermam, (1977). avd our own'-observations. 


<o Rhetorical Style of Black Memis ters 2 ; \. . 


uch has beeri written about =: cuw)cy of meaning found in the black 


mans religion... The Senge: prayers, amd preaching all display a mul zi- » 4 
:? pl icity of: meanings, one messages wii me notzall be apparent’ to ‘those toa 


outside oie the communi ty. For -exenasie,, when be slave “owners were > listens 


« 


- ing. to the melodic. voices of their workers: singing "Steal Heel to Jesus". 


“and ‘wade in the Water," little did-they realize that reparations were . 


a 
*. \ 


r 


‘being im made 2 For an. escape to the North. "Steal Away"! being a call for those. eye 


wie ar) ” 


‘«) : ! 
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slaves who were ready to make the journey, and "Wade in the Water" signaling 


to those already en route that plantation owners and. dogs were in pursuit, 
and that they shoul'd ‘wade, in water" to avoid detection. ey " oy 


The ‘rhetorical style of black preachers has received considerable 


— ” 


attention, not only in the dramatic arts, but in numérous. studies devoted 
to black folklore: “Stack ministers -have often been portrayed_as lively 

and inventive in their oratory “style (Smitherman, 19773 Mitchell, 1970). 

One crucial Ai eiane of this etyle is the rampant use of Figurative: Tanguage. 
A common’ pattern is for the minister to. draw a parallel. between’ a-scriptual | 


source and.a eurrentewoirld situation.. “According to Mitchel | (1970), the 


. 
x 


Bible mpbou ides the basis for unlimited creativity in the ‘telling. of rich’ 


and interesting stories, and these. narrations comand rapt attention: while 


a . 


the eternal -yuen As ‘brought - to errs: ine Black experience and ‘the’ struggle: ” 


itor liberation® ce 113). _ He®goes on to. say, that” the see preacher "iets 
poe Z i Te, 
‘the Bible use him. cee snot merely to entertain: but to get across: a’ spiritual - 


riessage" (pp. 113, 133). Consider the fol lowing excerpi From a sermon: 


+ 


entitled “From Disgrace to Dignity! : : Boo, a a im 


“Now Listen to: this verse: "He was sittings at “the feet of Jesus 
.clothed and in his right mind. and they were afraid." oe 
peated hinged a 

This: is an indication that while he man.was tern apart, 
while: he. .was naked and wi thout integrity, a ae 
“while he .was not. together, - 2 et we 


“white, he was: ‘without his ‘clothes, 


eat oo when he: didn! t. ‘know Jesusyand. se 


.t’know himself. 


 Rpbody. wa was “concerned. about . him. 


% 


and: ‘they. were. afraid. " (Tatum, Note Ly a “7 


“court, Oe! te Se . ig PS 


interpreting the constitution. much better. than those. nile wrote tte 


“every commun ty: in “the: nation found it necessary to draw up new 


a think’ better. 
"And they fo 


at ‘the: feet’ of: Jesus, 


ae: ta 


~ Figu rétlyve Devices 
PS , 2 3 
wheit they found him er around Jesus. 
when they found him together, they Were atric 
| see a black. and white man ° ‘parallel: here:! 
fie long as we: “were sitruggl in! in the cotton fiSle of Tennessee, Georgia, 


Alabama and’ Mississippi; 


a 


with cottonsacks” across. our shoul ders and to our side, |, : 


‘pickin! cof ton and havin! our fingers burnin’ with stingin! cotton worms - 


_ coul¢ Ide under the cotton leaves, 


2s long” as we were barefoot, 7 . 

actually and. symbolically, Pi oe ae 
laughin! when, we were not t} ickled,. 7 ~ : ; 
“as ‘long as we: were sayin! "Yes sir! and “No ma "am" when. we: really meant 
“Hel Snel), : , ! 4 He ' 


"as ions as we were ‘fn that bag, tied up with. Christmas paper, with the 


L symbol of: Santa Claus on it and he was White, America was , satisfied. 


But when: the ater reap looked up an! Saw us standing ibefors the pre up site 


e 


things began to get upset. - fe * . - a 


One “day ‘eet “s . 7 . . : : . 17. . 


‘America sewius marching to the wring: booth, 


sitting down at Junch counters; 


and all of Ammer ica became afrara, 


* ' . a 


And ‘as ‘the movement. continued, : _ ate a Fl fe 


we 


uv. 


appropriations for police equipment. ao A - 


They started ‘training: men how to shoot thei guns rather than - how 'to 


, a 


i 7 . 
id. the man: ‘out of “whom the deyil's were departed, sPtti 


clothed and in. his right. ‘minds 7 . “se i oe 


. 4 
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Figurati-e fevices 
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te \ 
— \ 


-In this ezasmple, -tie:min ct«-- fTorewarns the audiemce that an analcgy i= 
about to f= drawn. Zatusex. saith this warning, tine audience -e=zpress=s 


. Surprise, <=--~ement, ~ ne Sus saremt at exactly ‘how it is drawn. Tne ohn? ster - 


goes on to say thar dug [spare revolutionary isa. th nee TEmel ad. 


and the Western civil? izelio- had a nervous breakdown." 7 This metaphor 


ba? had an explosive- impuct ior tre audience-participators. But the miriis<cer x 
eo : nN 
did not Stes down; coumpresension was assumed to be immediate and automatic. 


An cere tive ministie. is ome who refuses to rely on man's individws] capacity 
- 


to make the’ eiols resewant cto-his life. Instead the minister ‘directs the 


‘ 


‘audience's zittention to the zarallels he feels would be ihe mos” enlightening 


4 


; aaa instruc iive. 


‘Proverbs sax ‘Sayings 
, ” 


a . ». Anote source of Figurstive ree found in ibe black cammun ity 

| i a the “usee - role praverrbs and sayings. Black ‘children ‘QrOW ‘up uterus great | 
deal ‘of mxhe=wit,. otherwise known as common sense, eee to them 
through = powerbiteal saying. For. ee Black children soon “bearn that 7 


7 the expressie~ “"A hard head: makes foe a soft behind! often litereily means °* i 

oe ae i , ” : 

that Hie you-continue to disobey me, -1: will ‘spank your. rear end.'' A more a 
< global, Proverbial, interpretation ig.also sometimes made, namely .-tiat 


~~ "those who insist upah being stubborn and. refusing to: listen often-end 


a ae paying a Sstite pire: (Sai therman, 197) Not ‘all sayings: are “proverbial me 


os some: are downright insulting. : An: intruding neighbor, is ; quite: ‘apt-to hear. 


hy don! t you. let ‘he door hit. you where the good Lord ‘split: you!" ° or 


° 


“somone professing to be Financially well: 1 of fPmay. indeed be told that: 


~ Figurative Devices 


5 


"He ain't got a pot ta piss in or = window to throw it out of!"' For some 


people: Such ‘ssy ings: may :conjure um mnecszive and distasteful images, but 


7 ” 


these lint gee as “galistic portrasels ~- life explicitly drawn for the 


listener + by > =. wid cuse of semanticcs. 


ay ‘ : , 


a ‘Idioms .7e 2 civersal. pattern of*discourse; universal in that they 


are found nec oni, a dialects of Er: “sh, but in other languages. ‘For 
- example, in #rench we have ''étre de son assiette,"' which literally means 


“to be in-ome's dish.!! Figurativei. this expression means ''to be very 


rT 


satisfied @cx. happy." In Spanish there is the expression "dar Juz," 


so literally "=z give light," figuratiwely "to have a baby." ut Black Engl Ish 


sas some | inzeresting idioms. of its bune<palane that sometimes have quite , 6 


o "& 


different meanings, than they do in "'stapdard" English. ror cexanple, 


\ 


imaging | 2 situation where a woman named Ann has ‘come over. to visit her 


‘friend Mary, just as Mary finishes preparing a “new recipe. ab tastes it 


; cand: says,” ‘Girl, you really put your foot in that!" Contrary to, the 
i o 
: | 
“negative mainstream interpretation. of Nputting one 's foot in’! something, 


” 


‘this idom is'a 1 highly flattering comp} iment. What Ann is saying is that = 


Harywent beyond: the recipe and added her own special seasonings ‘and spices 


a: which resulted in a new Form of r ‘manna for the tastebuds. eoiensn expres~ - 


\ 
«sions are: themselves special spices ina conversation, whi ch if found lacking » 


would result, in a ‘bland artd dul) ‘interaction. 


we ’ “ sae” Figurative Devices’ 


the 


Black Folklore 


’ # : . 4 : 9 


., Black folklore, another fountain of Figurative language. 3 replete 
with. narrative and allegorical tales. Most Peaple are familizi- with, or 


“at least have ‘eged of Bro! Rabbit Tales. The usual plot, in these trickster. 


‘tales involve a: supposedly weak puny character, the rabbit, being caught 


+ 
. 


in’ a bad situation by a larger animal, the fox or the bear best being aly 
_enough to get out, of it. : The geheral moral be fageelibyute oe brawn te 

: ' never sufficient, and dalden adequate to keep you overpowered. Try a 
“little ee power. . Think fast and live by your wits, a0 Since, the 60's, 
al though Bro! Rabbit tales are not often heard, ‘there ae been a resurgence 
of, interest in. the. use ei animal characters, to teach tessone: The tales 


“mos t of ten used today. are “African in origin. One well~ known character is 


yo, 
-Ananse, ‘the spider, who is thought to be a. ) Viterary” ancestor’ of Bro Rabbit. 


~ 


» A case. in point is Moy Spider Obtained the Sky- ~God's stories!’ (1964). 


* ‘ wee? 
e oe 


At. one. - point in the” story the Spider. tricks a fairy into: captivity in’ much’ 


othe same. “way : the. “fox captures the. rabbit. in he acs Baby Story. A dol, 
v4 


* 


“covered with a stic cky Fluid, is mistakehly thought to.:-be a very rude person. 


*, Aa: : . 


i 


- The ok is. insulted and tries to ‘slap ane edhe it is wel known’ what 
’ ~ ‘ i 
yadpens, after that. "The only ‘difference: in ‘the two stories being. that oe 


= /* since the spider, is: “the éttenkier- in ‘the African folktale the fairy stays 
Bo. % 
foo 

sae stuck, whereas in “the TartBoby atery the- rabbit succeeds” in, agelting a away .. 


be ae 


ne It has often bee, said: that, in the: days of slavery. ‘parents, were Jetting 


4 


& + 4 


‘their. children: know that even: if it ‘seemed that ‘Ol! Massa’ *had®: he: vpper ¢ 


5 


~ cs * és 


~ hand, “there, were. still ways. to (get the best of the Situatton’ and to comé 


e 


% = Figurative. Devices 


: j ( 7 | oa = oy 7 ; : 
7 : / a i . 
a . £ . ; 7 creas 


.- . ~ 


out on top. For example, the story was often told of how one particular 
slave owner used, to mistreat shis. slaves and not feed them properly: 


One day, just before hog- kiting time, the master went down 
to’ the pen ‘and quiite:a. fevi of thé biggest hogs were laying \ 
out dead. He became: quite upset. and asked the hog- -tender 
ae what, had happened. ‘The slave responded, “Well Massa, t'was 


a terriple thing.. aiey “came down with malitis. ae 


Malit !4 said he master. — “Yel ate ‘those hogs, out. of da 


pen aha’ give em to da. nigrasi!! ‘and the master rushed away 
. ‘so he wouldn't become contaminated. After the mastef had . 
| left, ‘one of the children piped up and said,” ae, a i 
malitis?” The ‘slave answered, "When 1 hit chose hogs inda . 
middle. of their heads. with a ‘mallet, er dropped dead vaway 


& “ 
cA f rom ma-ti =ti is." TT 


c 


ou stories of a’similar nature. ‘were Onten iecunteds _to.instill lessons 


in: subtlety, persuasion, / and other foeniidies which wou ‘facilitate: sel f- : 
bore preservation: ee o_ = . , ve i _ 4 


Signi fying ° - 


~ 


Another vhetorical ue is the art of signifying.* In standard 


4 


‘English one term "signify" can either ice to“an explicitly stated 


| seTationchis between a menning snd an act yes" can be. s stant fled by, Soy 


for example, rarsing “the Hands or to: an implicit relationship whieh? 


o : © = - 


“stems from tonventional associations teeta clothes can’ signify 


nee * poverty). In: black conmin ities, sigh! fying.1s, more like. the latter. 
ae that. the relationship 1 s) often implicit al though the association is. seldom. . 
“conventional. “The term is” used to refer either to ‘a tactic, employed d as — 


. ‘ 


verbal |_ duel ing or to. indirect: ways, of f encpding’ messages ‘Or: ‘meanings: in - F 


Qo | 
ERIC 


Figurative Devices 


natural conversations (Mitchel 1-Kernan, 1972). Signifying is used to imply, 


goad, beg, or boast by. indirect. Yerbal or gestural.means. It can. be done 
i ee 


ee, 
to stir up ereuble for ‘the sake of amusement or vindictive reasons, or” it 
i # 


can be done to ‘Simply transmit a message (often negative) without be trig. 


direct or blunt. “Black speakers make special use of lind eeceion and innuendo. 
: | | Se he igs 
with. this’ verbal Pap hpaleeten A double entendre ‘is often implied or hinted 


—_ at, but ne pasponethy 11) for message intetpretation <tles with the. hearer \ 
often feagethur ‘with n. audjénce of Jisteners. Signifying allows the Seeaher \ 


to maintain control of the interchange by reserving the © elgie to insist : > 


=) ona harmless interpretation if we listener indéed shows signs of challeng- ‘ 


o 


Fe, 


‘ 


i for quite some ‘time when A ee a . # . 4 
Ast. What. time is it? 
* BE ‘Are you asking me: to leave? are ae . 
Me ct Naw. man, “just: ‘want to know what time, it is. 


-. A's ‘tone, ‘and expression played a large role in B's detect ivn of the ee 


“ying meaning. So that. in fact, a did "get, the message despite: Als: denial, a 
| ang left: a5) thereafter, a ay: er a _ ae 

| Ns Sratifyines although used for specific purposes, may spring up Jin 

oe = any Natural, Free- “Flowing conversation, with signaling cues which are 


“often. subtle and/or. ambi guous. “nflection « of the voice, eye gaze, cutting 


ae ve 


mae of gthe ‘eyes, “and: facial ‘expression, are Just, some. of ‘the paralinguistic. 


+ al gen 


interpretation. Although 4 signifying can. be used as” a 


chingegthat influence 


anne way: to’ “communicate 2 faulty this: (is “hot. necessarily, the, case. oN 


Sometimes, it: ts amusing - or treated asa’ joke. “Mitchel 1- Kernan reports eas 


oy ; i Figurative Devices 
107 


* Grace: . After | had my Laie 1 swore | was not having 
- any more babies. ‘| thought four kids was aviice-  . 
sized family. But it didn't turn out that. way. J . 
was a little bit disgusted and din't tell anybody 
when, | discovered i’was pregnant. My sister came | . . i 


—. 2 oves: one day and |.:had started to show by that time. 


Rochelle: Girt, - you sure do need to join tha: Netreca) for. coe 
. : bunch. . *. | 3 4 


v Grace: © (hon~conmi ttal ly) Yea, | guess ! am putting on a 


ae) 


at? A 7 J Vittle weight. a 
Wa s woe oe - 
. 8  Rochel le: * Now: ‘look here, gicl, | we both standing here soaking e . Fg 
_ wet and vou still trying to tell me it ain't raining . 
(p. 323). ee, t) ee 2 os 
Rochelle was Jetting Grace know in no uncertain terms that‘she knew. Grace 
Nes pregnant and that there was no need to act as: though she was not. win 


. i . " 


; this example, an’ entire penreoe. “We. both standing here. getting oaking 


, 


a wet and you ae Seine to tell me .it. ain 'tgeining requires a meta--- 
- iad a . _ . < : . ~ ‘ : 
phorical. interpretation. 7 “ as _ 


weraing: Sy | / a 7 _ 
Marking is a narrative device commonly used in black commun ties . . 
—r_enss 


in the telling of folktales or in the: description of a scene \\itnessed 
pe 


‘by. the speaker. In addition to “‘Feproducing the actual words tthe: 


original. speaker(s), the narrator: may adobe the: voices, the. speaking: 
‘peculiarities, arid the behavioral mannerisms. 5 oF the ‘speaker (s) often . ee. 
hoa bea Wik, Me es - \ 4 . 
inserting Tiew” ‘content, to, gain specific « expressive value. : The replayed F 


’ re 


scene: appears: to be more OF a caricature or r parody than. a direct. Imitation,” 


4 nuance- -ani-iddosyneresy, while overpaying =. 


- Figurative Devices» 
ou sy = . : .° ? , * a) = ° \ 
' eee ee 1 40 ae 


F} 7 = ’ ° 


ee ss an) 


notable features of the speaker, -the narrator provides for the audience ~ - 

\. the’ full impact of what the narrator has perceived. Mitchel 1-Kernan uses. 
ae ’ ay * 

the following example to: illustrate eee points.. 


i] 


~The indi viduals ‘hapa with ‘the exception: of $13 had recently ‘ 


ot 


attended the: -gonvent ion of. a large corporatjon and had’ been . ts 


g * part of. ‘at.group wich | had Seen meeting prior to the convention es 


. vs to develop some strategy for putting (pressure: on the corpora- : 

2 : . ns tion to hire more blacks in executive positions. They had Ae © 
? os planhed to bring. the matter up ata general meeting of delegates, : ‘ 
2 Spy fore they had an opportunity to do $0, a black company , man , 


site kufore the entire body. Se: said, vafter. he - spoke our 


ree * 


oy Le -svategy:-was underniined, there was: no way to get around 
' : . eg Po Me 
s imanct on the whites." : ons 


hi 
“Sy:. What /did he say? 


earn) 


“@ Sai (drawPing) He*said, "ait S0-0-0 > happ toe here ‘today. 
, oe good ‘white folks 


Oe Wee of all, ah. want. to thank- all y 


es "We for creatin so. many opportunities. For ius niggers and ya'l] 


ue \ can be sho that’ as soon as we can git ourselves qualified 
Shige © \we gon be filin our. applications. - “Yall done done what we 


beén waiting for: 3. ‘Tong time. Ya'll] done’ give a colored 


nan. a ‘good job with ‘the ‘company . oe . : 
S} Did he really say that? ae a d ae 
Sa: Um Bm, yes ‘he said it., Girl, where have you been?.’ (Put Phe 
wee | - down: by . intimating $1 was being literal. ). * rz ; ; 
pee Si: Yeah, “b understand, but. what did he really say? ‘\ .< > s 


cot ge a 


He 2 Sat He* ‘aia, - This. ‘isa. momen t of great. personal pride forme. 
«18 tribute to ‘the mn y a 
tee ciple evidence of the esood el of pee 


f 


“ny very. “pire ence. here” is* a" 


Stns, is a major Step. 


Ye. ‘The. iext: ‘step: ‘is BR. 


r 


ie 


. . os oe a Figurative Devices , 
ae figs i i a ol Wee Oe TY 
‘ ‘. ‘ 7 — a : i NG rie t. 
to us.!' Jn other words, he said just what So said he said. 


“He sold us out by’ PEEEPE IRS: that kind of tokeni'sm, ‘(p. 334° 335) 


° 


In thi's* exanple, the entire passage spoken. by Speaker 2 requires: a 


% 


_ figurative interpretation. The ‘narrator’ is implicitly, ident fying the 


a! eee 


Bi a 
abcer? at. the convention’ with a: steredtypic portrayal: of an "Uncle Tom, Tha 


fieoeee 


“and: he expects the audience to unders tiga phe full ‘import of his. si era 


in fact, a sens of the audience is “ptialy’ ridiculed, for even asking ir 


2 that was in, fact vhat ‘occurred. “Notice, also, that the> last peer Ss 


* 
« jes 


“statement of what was” really said! could, ibe taken as.a figurative teinter= 


ae, i. 2 ot 

"pretation of So! ‘S. orginal ~pargdy. ‘ee aee Sas ‘, cae i : 

4 ae a was Solin _ vi? “ee . - . ane : \ 
Sound a ee ee ae Tig aa ff ee 
«Sounding. © 2° ae. s ar Hast 7 

oe Another ckind: of. non! { teralgess: prevalent in black ‘Linguistic communi 


Saree f. v 


. 


‘cation is s sounding, tn many locations -also_ referred to as: playing the, 


“dozens. It. is’ also scinetimes. called ‘Sracking, or ranking.” These terms 


Sare a labels for what Labov cl 1s ritual “insult. Engaged in ay males, 
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- 7 . va 


eh ound oy. quite strict _ sociolin- 


‘ ’ 
ave sive . 


—_ 
_guistic cofiyent ions NnOSe: ‘recognition is essential for Successful ly engaging 


» 


in the activity. i high” ‘desree of complexity is involved, in Roto production | 


. 4s. 
ba 2 v ° s 


and.conpreheision.. Much of this complexity derives. Fron ‘the reliance o* 


< e- 


Hy 


_ these forms on. metaphors. and metaphor! ike relations. o For example; sounding; 


whch” seems to, appear developmentally before the other forms , - is based 


eS os 3 


: upon metaphdrical compar isons. Labov represented the form: as that. of an° 


a ceed AE > 


» * 4 se 


“The. degree to. which Tt, has it: is imp] ied in terms’ of some (bizarre) gonseqiience 


Vat ge 6 *- 
Pe f a = om os . 


“that would fol low from possessing: ‘that abs ‘to ‘that extent, | The ‘conse~ 
' vB. : o. 


- gucnces le literally untrue in just is same Way, that in ‘a simile, or Pe i 


Oe 


_ 


: coFresponding: metaphor le. a. John ic Like a tel epitiie pole), the referent, 


=e 


ot 


: ‘= . . Figurative Devices = 


yoo. 


Tue . - : * 


n, is not bel ieved. by the speaker ‘or hearer to bé literally a telephone 
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